Summary. To 
). This effect can be copied by administration of oxytocin (Mitchell, Flint & Turnbull, 1975) . If the effect of vaginal distension on PGF is mediated by the reflex release of oxytocin (Ferguson, 1941; Debackere, Peeters & Tuyttens, 1961 (Flint et al., 1974; Mitchell et al., 1975) .
In the animal investigated in late pregnancy (Text- fig. 1 ), vaginal distension was performed 5 days before parturition (3 days after catheterization). Two control samples of jugular venous plasma contained <0·88 and 1 -3 µ oxytocin/ ml. In response to vaginal distension, the oxytocin level increased to 15 /iU/ml within 1 min. The oxytocin level was also high (9-5 //U/ml) in a second sample obtained during vaginal distension; thereafter the level dropped, approaching baseline values (3-0 /tU/ml) 13 min after removing the hand from the vagina. Utero-ovarian venous PGF levels also increased in response to vaginal distension, reaching a maximum of 7-4 ng/ml in a sample obtained 1 min after distension ceased. One Although it has been shown before that vaginal distension raises circulating oxytocin levels in lactating ewes (Roberts & Share, 1968) , this has not previously been demonstrated in pregnancy. In fact, Roberts & Share (1968) observed a decrease in jugular venous oxytocin after vaginal distension on Days 75 to 115 of gestation. The previous inability to detect an increase may be due to an inherent lack of specificity in earlier assays. Basal levels of oxytocin reported by Roberts & Share (1968) Roberts & Share (1969) reported the inhibi¬ tion of oxytocin release by progesterone and stimulation by oestrogen. The differ¬ ence in response is unlikely, however, to be due to a change in steroid hormonal milieu in the present investigation since the animal in late pregnancy was studied before the drop in progesterone and the rise in oestrogen levels which occur at term (Bassett, Oxborrow, Smith & Thorburn, 1969; Fylling, 1970; Challis, 1971) .
Reflex secretion of oxytocin after vaginal distension (Ferguson, 1941 ) is likely to be most important in parturition, when the fetal snout and fore-limbs distend the vagina in the second stage of labour; most recent evidence indicates that oxytocin is largely released during the expulsive phase (Chard, 1972 
